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Introduction 
The idea of this paper derives from an observation of a typical communicative 
class by the researcher in a Chinese university. For the two sessions the teacher 
designed a variety of activities and encouraged the students to express themselves 
fluently. Each one of the 30 students in the class had at least two or three chances to 
talk in English during the whole sessions. Obviously, a communicative class is more 
lively and has a warm atmosphere. However, a problem has been noticed during the 
explanation of the text phase of the class. How can the students be expected to have a 
complete understanding of the text if the teacher only asks a few questions without 
giving sufficiently effective explanations? Even though these are only two sessions 
observed, the problem of ignoring analyzing the structure, the cohesion and rhetoric 
used in the texts is stimulating.  We cannot help questioning what communicative 
language teaching and communicative competence refer to and include. When we say 
that we should improve the students’ English practical competence, we must be clear 
what competence will be fostered. In this paper, I attempt to identify the features of 
communicative language teaching, investigate the status quo of Chinese university 
students’ English textual competence and provide some implications for college 
English teaching practice in China. 
 Rationale
According to Richards and Rodgers (2000), the origins of communicative 
language teaching are found in the changes in the British language teaching tradition 
dating from the late 1960s. Influenced by the changing sociology, philosophy and 
linguistics, British applied linguists found that the situational language teaching 
emphasizing pattern drills could not satisfy the communicative purpose of English 
learning and they began to emphasize the functional and communicative potential of 
language. They saw the need to focus language teaching on communicative 
proficiency rather than on a mere mastery of structures. At that time, the need to 
articulate and develop alternative methods of language teaching was considered a 
high priority.
      The key concept of communicative language teaching is communicative 
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competence which derives from a theory of language as communication. The areas of 
contributing directly or indirectly to communicative language teaching are many, and 
Candlin (1976) lists no fewer than ten. In sociology, Hymes (1972) coined the term of 
communicative competence in order to contrast a communicative view of language 
with Chomsky’s (1965) theory of competence. He argued the four features of 
communication: possibility, feasibility, appropriateness and acceptability. In 
philosophy, Austin (1962) and Searle (1969) explored the nature of ‘speech acts’—
acts performed when one uses language. The focus on communicative and contextual 
factors in language use also has an antecedent in the work of the linguist John Firth 
(cited in Richards & Rodgers, 2000) who stressed that language needed to be studied 
in the broader socio-cultural context of its use, which included participants, their 
behavior and beliefs, the objects of linguistic discussion, and word choice. 
    A more recent but related analysis of communicative competence is found in 
Canale and Swain (1980), in which four dimensions of communicative competence 
are identified: grammatical competence, sociolinguistic competence, discourse 
competence, and strategic competence. On this basis Bachman (1990) proposed the 
framework of language competence as illustrated in Figure 1. According to Bachman 
(1990), language competencies can be classified into two types: organizational 
competence and pragmatic competence. Each of these, in turn, consists of several 
categories. The organizational competence comprises two types of abilities: 
grammatical and textual. Grammatical competence includes a number of relatively 
independent competencies such as the knowledge of vocabulary, morphology, syntax, 
and phonology/graphology. The textual competence includes the knowledge of the 
conventions for joining utterances together to form a text, which is essentially a unit 
of language — spoken or written — consisting of two or more utterances or sentences 
that are structured according to rules of cohesion and rhetorical organization. 
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Figure 1. Components of language competence (adapted from Bachman, 1990) 
   Another frequent quoted linguist Widdowson (cited in Stern, 1997) also advocated 
the distinctions of linguistic and communicative categories (Table 1) and a shift of 
emphasis from teaching a second language as formal system to teaching a second 
language as communication. 
Table 1. Linguistic and communicative categories (based on Stern, 1997) 
Linguistic categories Communicative categories 
correctness appropriacy 
usage use
signification value
sentence utterance
proposition illocutionary act
cohesion coherence
linguistic skills communicative abilities 
In Widdowson’s point of view the textual competence (including coherence and 
cohension) should be emphasized because the English article interrelates its sentence 
segments with frequent application of formal cohesive devices by adding subjects, 
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pronouns and conjunctions. The connective devices exist extensively in English 
textual units. A writer often arranges all linguistic segments into an interrelated text, 
which "develops according to some thematic pattern of logical order and shows 
certain logical connections among all the sentences" (Huang, 1988). The need can be 
satisfied with the help of cohesion and coherence. "Cohesion refers to the linguistic 
devices by which the speaker can signal the experimental and interpersonal coherence 
of the text, and is thus a textual phenomenon" (Thompson, 1996). The coherence of a 
text exists internally and can be realized by such cohesive devices as reference, 
ellipsis, substitution, and repetition besides the common measures of grammatical 
conjunctions. Students have to learn various devices that establish textual cohesion, 
especially the use of signal words, which provide an aid for the reader to grasp the 
thread of thought in the material to be read. They are basically classified into five 
groups: (1) words that signal more of the same; (2) words that signal the order or 
sequence of events; (3) words that change the direction of thoughts; (4) words that 
signal a conclusion or a summary; (5) words that signal cause and effect.  
From the above literature review we can see that the appearance of the method of 
communicative language teaching is not incidental and language communicative competence is 
the core of communicative language teaching method. In addition, we are clearer about what 
language competence should consist of and the importance of textual competence in 
communication. The following section is the statement of an empirical study in order 
to examine the status quo of Chinese university students’ English textual competence.  
Empirical study 
Participants, Instruments and Procedures 
This study aims to investigate Chinese university students’ textual competence in 
English reading. The 75 subjects chosen for this study are second-year students from 
two classes of the School of Economics and Administration at Shanghai Institute of 
Technology. Among these subjects, there are twenty-five males and fifty females. We 
choose subjects from natural classes because we do not want to define our study in 
special groups. Before this research, these subjects have attended the Nation-wide 
College English Test-Band 4 (CET-4) in June 2001. Their average score is 61.4. They 
were divided into four groups according to their marks in CET-4 as shown in the 
following Table 2 and Figure 2. From Table 2 and Figure 2 we can see that most of 
these participants have passed CET-4 (The pass mark is 60.) and they should be upper 
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intermediate students in English proficiency in China. Their marks are distributed 
normally. 
Table 2. The four groups of the subjects according to their CET-4 marks 
Group Number Score Mean
A 5 Between 80-90 82.8
B 12 Between 70-80 73.7
C 28 Between 60-70 65.2
D 29 Below 60 51.2
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Figure 2. The normal distribution curve of the subjects’ CET-4 marks 
The instruments for this study are two passages from CET-4, of which the 
difficulty indices are 63.2 and 57.1 respectively (Yang & Weir, 1999). Based on the 
aforementioned textual competence in the literature review, the researcher designed 
eleven cloze items each followed by ten choices for students to illustrate their reasons 
why they made that choice as the answer. Eleven connectors or pronouns indicating 
the cohesion have been taken away from the passages. Assuming the participants can 
choose or fill in those connectors and give the appropriate explanation for their choice, 
and then we tend to say they have textual competence in English reading. 
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All participants in the study are requested to complete reading the two passages 
and answering all questions within half an hour. Their cloze marks are compared with 
their CET-4 test achievements to show the relationship between the students’ 
contextual competence and their English proficiency. The item analysis is used to 
investigate their status quo of textual competence in English reading.   
Results and Data Analysis 
Statistical results 
Based on the participants’ CET-4 and Cloze test marks respectively, I generate Table 3 
and Table 4. From Table 3 we find that five students achieving higher marks in CET-4 
also have higher Cloze marks and the rest students’ CET-4 marks degrade with their 
Cloze test marks. In contrast, the participants’ Cloze test marks nearly share the 
similar trend to degrade with their CET-4 marks from table 4. The participants’ Cloze 
test marks are distributed normally. 
Table 3. Based on CET-4 marks                                                                
Cloze group Number CET-4 mean 
8-9 11 62
6-7 29 63.6
4-5 25 61.45
2-3 10 52.9
Table 4. Based on cloze marks
CET-4 group Number Cloze mean 
Between 90-80 5 6.8
Between 80-70 12 5.8
Between 70-60 28 5.6
Below 60 30 5.2
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Figure 3. The normal distribution curve of the subjects’ cloze marks  
From Table 3 and Table 4 we can see that the subjects’ Cloze test marks are 
directly correlated with their CET-4 achievements and the subjects’ Cloze marks 
change with their CET-4 marks. That is to say, those who do well in CET-4 also do 
well in Cloze test, and vice versa. Especially, the subjects’ Cloze mean score is 
positively related with their CET-4 marks, which means that the higher the subjects’ 
English proficiency is, the stronger their English textual competence is. It is evident 
that the better the subjects do in Cloze test the better they do in CET-4. It means that if 
the students are strong in textual competence, they will work better in CET-4 test 
because they may have a better understanding of the texts. In the next part we will 
check the statistical results by the in-depth item analysis.  
Analysis of Items 1-6
        Items 1-6 are based on the first passage (see the appendix), which discusses what 
makes babies learn to do things. At the beginning, the author proposes the idea about 
this in the past, i.e. babies learn to do things because certain acts lead to "rewards", 
especially the "rewards" directly related to such basic physiological "drives" as thirst 
or hunger. Through Papousek’s experiment, the author of the passage concludes that 
babies learning to do things have nothing to do with "rewards" and they behave in this 
way because it will bring them a sense of success. 
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The well-arranged essay is the very article which can be used to test the subjects’ 
textual competence. The first item is used to check the students’ understanding of the 
first paragraph in the passage. Only 15 percent of students give the correct answer and 
71 percent of students choose B) And. Additionally, in the 15 percent of students only 
a few of them make the proper explanations why they choose the key A) But. Most of 
the students think the first two sentences in the first paragraph are equivalent and the 
second sentence is just the further explanation of the first sentence. However, the 
author here expresses two meanings. First, it is true that babies learn to do things 
because certain acts lead to "rewards". However, it is not true that the "rewards" are 
directly related to such basic physiological "drives" as thirst or hunger. The first 
sentence in the second paragraph can identify this. 
The second item is also designed to test the students’ understanding of the 
relationship between the second and the third sentence in the first paragraph. 42 
percent of the subjects choose A) Therefore in that they think there exists a cause-
effect relationship between the two sentences. Though 30 percent of the students 
choose the right answer C) In other words, they do not give us a satisfactory 
explanation. As a matter of fact, the third sentence is the explanation of the second 
sentence in the first paragraph. That is to say, the author uses "food or drink" in the 
third sentence to make "thirst or hunger" more specific in the second sentence of the 
first paragraph. However, few of the students recognize their equivalent relationship, 
but they still can make the correct choice. From this, we can see that the students are 
not accustomed to recognizing the relationship between the sentences because both 
teachers and students do not pay sufficient attention to the acquisition of the textual 
competence, which is one of the most important communicative competencies in 
English learning. 
The students are asked to fill in the appropriate word in the blank in the third 
item. The key to the question is the pronoun "this/that". 43 percent of students give 
the correct answer, but still some other answers given by other students are "truth, 
thought, theory, thing, today, etc." which are unrelated to the context at all. In fact, the 
pronoun "this/that" in this sentence just refers to the idea appearing in the first 
paragraph and is very important for the readers to understand the theme. The 
comprehension of the reference in the English article is undoubtedly an important 
competence. Obviously, students fail in this item because they lack this kind of 
practice in class. 
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The subjects do well in items 4, 5 and 6. In particular, 57 percent of the subjects 
make the right choice and recognize the further relationship between the first sentence 
and the second sentence of the third paragraph. But in item 5, not all 48 percent of 
students fill "for example/instance" in the blank correctly with proper explanation. 
Though they fill in "for example/instance", they do not think that the author gives 
some examples in the context. In item 6, 72 percent of the subjects give the correct 
answer with proper explanation. The analysis reveals that students have very little 
knowledge about cohesion and coherence, which are very important devices in 
English writing and also very critical for English reading comprehension.  
Analysis of Items 7-11 
Items 7-11 are based on the second passage (see the appendix), which introduces 
how the consumers protect their rights when they buy a faulty item. It discusses 
something happening in everyday life. The language in this article is not very difficult, 
but it is written in a very logical way. If the readers study the coherent sentences 
carefully, they can summarize the main idea of the passage easily. 
The correct answer for item 7 is B) However. The first sentence of the passage 
introduces that the first step to solve the problem is to present the warranty or any 
other records when there is something wrong with the item that the customer buys. 
The customer may get compensation in this way. But if it does not work, the author of 
the passage recommends some other means for the customer to gain satisfaction. The 
third sentence explains the idea from the author’s proposition in the first sentence. 
Therefore, the reader must understand that the author expresses two different ideas in 
the first paragraph. In this way, "however" should be chosen to connect these two 
points. 72 percent of subjects make the right choice and give reasonable explanation 
for their choices, but still quite a number of students do not explain why they choose 
that answer in a proper way. Perhaps they understand the relationship between the 
first sentence and the third sentence of the first paragraph, but they do not know how 
to express it in a special term. In a word, not all of the students make the right choice 
by applying knowledge of coherence. 
82 percent of students choose C) In general for item 8. However, it is not easy 
for them to make out what helps them to do so. Most of them think the second 
sentence in paragraph two is a further explanation of the first sentence or just guess 
the answer according to their common sense. In fact, they do not understand the 
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sentences very well. 
In item 9, the author of the passage thinks the customer should complain in 
person, if not, they can also phone or write the complaint in a letter. It is evident that 
the author expresses two different ideas, so the connector filled here should express 
the conversion of the meaning. 42 percent of students choose the key C) but if. 
However, another 30 percent of students choose B) and if in that they think the first 
part of the sentence has an equivalent position with the second part of the sentence. It 
is clear that it is very important to decipher the relationship between the first and 
second part of this sentence. 
In item 10, only 21 percent of students make the correct choice, but nobody 
recognizes the relationship between the last sentence of the third paragraph and the 
second last sentence. It is a pity for 22 students who recognize the relationship 
between these two sentences to make the wrong choice D) Therefore. As a matter of 
fact, the sentence ' "The left speaker does not work at all and the sound coming out of 
the right one is unclear" is better than "This stereo does not work"' is the example 
used to illustrate "general statements" before the answer. Therefore, the relation 
between these two sentences is not a cause-effect relation at all. 
"That" should be filled in the blank item 11 in that it refers to the sentence 
mentioned in the very beginning of the last paragraph in this passage. 57 percent of 
students are right, but only seven students point out that the first two sentences have 
referential relationship. Most of other students just guess the answer. This illustrates 
that the students do not really understand the meaning of the passage. 
In sum, the above data analysis demonstrates that most of the students in the 
empirical study lack knowledge about coherence and cohesion. English is known for 
its hypotactic features. It lays much emphasis on cohesion and coherence of any piece 
of writing. These can be revealed with the help of such devices as sense relation and 
theme pattern in addition to the monotonous reliance upon grammatical rules in the 
process of textual composition.  
Implications for College English Teaching in China 
The results of the study reveal that Chinese university students are short of 
textual competence, so some implications for college English teaching practice are 
provided as follows. 
Firstly, a detailed understanding of college students’ textual competence and 
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language learning beliefs will help to bridge the gap between learning and instruction. 
Since textual competence is such an important factor in communicative competence, 
we should not ignore fostering students’ textual competence in English teaching. 
While we elevate students’ oral competence in class, we may take an eclectic method, 
which accepts the best teaching techniques from other methods according to the actual 
situation. To be eclectic, teachers are required to use communicative language 
teaching as a method while accepting elements of the traditional method. As van Ek 
and Alexander (1980) state, it is the best method to reconcile communicative 
approaches to the teaching of English with traditional Chinese methods.  
Secondly, textual competence training should be incorporated in English classes 
since it is widely acknowledged that textual competence directly influences English 
reading comprehension. Text analysis is an important means of helping students to 
understand texts fully. It is essential therefore to make students realize that a text is 
not merely composed of independent sentences, paragraphs or sections, but a web of 
connected ideas that are introduced, clarified and elaborated throughout the text. 
During the presentation of the text, students should be asked to grasp the thread of 
thought, working out linking ideas in the text with the help of the cohesive devices 
aforementioned. It is of great help for students to predict what may come next, to 
understand the intention of the author, and the arguments put forward in the text. In 
this way, students would probably have less chance to be confused or puzzled by the 
interwoven ideas of the text, thus both their reading speed and comprehension will be 
greatly improved. 
Thirdly, during the presentation of the text, a teacher should always ask students 
to participate in analyzing the text instead of a teacher’s monotonous explanation. 
Such questions as finding topic sentences and thesis sentences, making sound 
judgment and inference, recognizing denotation and connotation, understanding 
figurative language, drawing conclusions, working out the organization of a text and 
features of its style, are very important approaches to develop students’ reading 
competence. After being analyzed by the students, the text will make a more 
meaningful and permanent impression on them. Sometimes it is preferable for a 
teacher to ask students to work out the organization of the text and the main idea of 
each paragraph instead of telling them directly. Such tasks should be carried out in 
groups or in class. The teacher then summarizes and confirms their contribution. 
Analyzing the text with students gives them a chance to improve their competence in 
- 11 - 
understanding and evaluating the texts. It is also beneficial to them to acquire the skill 
of active reading. 
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